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GESIS Panel Survey Style Guide 
 

The GESIS Panel Team provides a template of a Unipark-questionnaire preprogrammed with the 

GESIS Panel layout. The template contains examples of all the question types described in this Style 

Guide. Researchers submitting proposals via the GESIS Panel Submission website should use the 

template provided.  
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1. General remarks 

The GESIS Panel is a mixed-mode panel that implements online and paper-and-pencil 

questionnaires. Following the methodological principles of a unified mode design, the 

questionnaire should appear as similar as possible on all devices and modes to maximize cross-

sectional and longitudinal comparability. The layout of the GESIS Panel is developed for the device 

with the most restrictions, which is a smartphone with a small vertical display and touch screen 

operation. This mobile first layout strategy requires that the question types and scale directions in 

the GESIS Panel are restricted to vertical scales and an item-by-item question design. The paper 

questionnaire is divided into two columns to match the vertical layout. The offline mode further 

limits the style and technical possibilities of the questionnaire.  

 

These restrictions have several implications: 

• Not all question types and scale directions that can be implemented in Unipark are accepted 

in the GESIS Panel (see section 3). 

• As a matter of principle, we do not force respondents to provide an answer. Moreover, they 

may skip a question without further probing. 

• A “back-button” is included by default. 

• A “don’t know” category is not offered by default. However, it may be included if it is a 

substantive answer (e.g., in the case of knowledge questions) or if the researcher has other 

reasons for including it (e.g., comparability; for details of implementation, see section 5). 

• Generally, we apply a one-page-per-question design. However, if multiple questions are 

logically related, it is possible to implement more than one question per page. Matrix 

questions that are converted into multiple single-items with a superordinate question, to 

match the restrictions of the mobile first layout, should be placed on one page as well. The 

number of questions/items per page is restricted to five. If there are more than five items, the 

items will be divided equally on multiple pages.  

• To emphasize a word within an introduction, question or remark, underlining should be used. 

• Randomization of either questions or items is not possible. However, random assignment to 

experimental groups is possible. The GESIS Panel accepts a maximum of four experimental 

groups. 

• Plausibility checks are not possible. 

• Inclusion of multimedia elements is not possible. 

• Dependent interviewing is not possible. 

• Please remember: The duration of submitted questionnaires should not exceed five minutes. 
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2. General structure of questions 

A question may consist of the following elements, however not all elements must be used in every 

question (see Figure 1: Elements of a question): 

 

I. Introduction 

II. Question text (boldface type) 

III. Instruction 

IV. Response categories 
 

 

Figure 1: Elements of a question 

 
  

IV. Response categories 

II. Question 
text 

I. Introduction  

III. Instruction 
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3. Accepted question types 

There are several types of questions that you can choose from. Please note that, due to the mobile 

first orientation and the mixed-mode character of the GESIS Panel, only a standard subset of the 

question types with vertical scale directions is permitted. All question types that are accepted within 

the GESIS Panel are listed and described below. 

All questions that are shown in the screenshots can be found in the Unipark template. Please import 

this template before you generate your survey. 

 

Accepted question types: 

• Single-choice questions (vertical) [Unipark question type: 111] (see section 3.1) 

• Matrix questions implemented as multiple single item questions [Unipark question type: 

998 + 111] (see section 3.2) 

• Multiple-response questions (vertical) [Unipark question type: 121] (see section 3.3) 

• Open-ended questions [Unipark question types: 141, 142] (see section 3.4) 

• Advanced questions – user-defined [Unipark question type: 911] (see section 3.5) 

 
 

3.1. Single-choice questions (vertical) [Unipark question type: 111] 

3.1.1.  Specific remarks 

• Unipark question type 111 “single response list (vertical)” 

• A blank line is placed manually between the introduction text and the question text (see 

Figure 4: Implementation of the question text.  

• The question text is formatted bold (not as a heading). 

• Boldface formatting should not be used in instructions. To highlight a word or a phrase 

within the instructions, underlining should be used. 

• Items should start with a capital letter. 

• If an item is a full sentence, it should end with a full stop. 

• We recommend scales with five to seven points that are labeled completely, verbally and 

without numbers (see GESIS Panel FAQ on Questionnaire Design). In the case of partially 

labeled scales, the scale points are numbered consecutively with a hyphen placed between 

the number and the verbal label (see Figure 3). 

• The “don’t know” category or other “does not apply” categories that do not form part of the 

scale should be set in italics. These categories should be visually separated by a blank line 

(see Figure 17: Unipark implementation of the “don't know“ category). 

• Alternating colors should not be used in single-response lists. 

• An open-ended response category may be included (see Figure 2: Example of a single-choice 

question (vertical) with an open-ended response category and a “does not apply” category). 

• If an item is a continuation of the question, the question should end with an ellipsis, and the 

item should start with an ellipsis. 

  

https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/GESIS_Panel/Submissions/GESIS_Panel_Unipark_Template.zip
https://www.gesis.org/fileadmin/upload/GESIS_Panel/GESIS_Panel_FAQ_Questionnaire_Design.pdf
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3.1.2.  Examples 

 

Figure 2: Example of a single-choice question (vertical) with an open-ended response category and a “does not apply” 

category 

 

 

Figure 3: Example of a single-choice question (vertical) with partially labeled response categories 
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3.1.3.  Unipark implementation  

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Implementation of the question text 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Check HTML source code 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Implementation of the answer categories 

  

1. Introduction text (optional) 
2. Blank line 

3. Question text (boldface type) 
5. Check HTML source code 

4. Instruction text (optional) 

Admitted HTML codes: 

<strong>  </strong> 
<br /><br />  

<span style="text-decoration: underline;">  </span> 

Implement the blank line as 
Inside title and fill in “&nbsp;” 

Set the text in italics with the 
html codes “<i>” and “</i>” and 

mark it as a missing value. 
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3.2. Matrix questions implemented as multiple single item questions [Unipark 

question type: 998 + 111] 

3.2.1. Specific remarks 

• Due to the mobile first orientation, matrix questions are implemented as multiple single-

item questions. 

• Introduction text and superordinate question text are implemented together as question 

type 998 “Text and image”. Each item is implemented as question type 111 “single response 

list (vertical)”.  

• A blank line is placed manually between the introduction text and the superordinate 

question text. The question texts are formatted bold (not as headings). 

• Boldface formatting should not be used in instructions. To highlight a word or a phrase 

within the instructions, underlining should be used. 

• Up to 5 items can be placed on one questionnaire page. If there are more than 5 items, the 

items will be divided equally on multiple pages. 

• Items in single-response lists and vertical scales should start with a capital letter. 

• If an item is a full sentence, it should end with a full stop. 

• If an item is a continuation of the question, the question should end with an ellipsis, and the 

item should start with an ellipsis. 

• The “don’t know” category or other “does not apply” categories that do not form part of the 

scale should be set in italics. These categories should be visually separated by a blank line. 

• Alternating colors should not be used. 

• An open-ended response category may be included (see Figure 2: Example of a single-choice 

question (vertical) with an open-ended response category and a “does not apply” category). 
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3.2.2. Example 

 

Figure 7: Example of a matrix-question implemented as single response items 
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3.2.3. Unipark implemetation 

Former matrix questions that are implemented into the GESIS Panel as multiple single-items (see 

Figure 7: Example of a matrix-question implemented as single response items), usually have a 

superordinate question text. The optional introductory text and the superordinate question text 

should be programmed separately as a 998-type question and placed on the same page as the items.  

A blank line separates the introductory text from the question text. The question text must be set 

bold. Boldface formatting should not be used in introductions. If you wish to highlight a word or a 

phrase within the introduction, please underline it. Italics should not be used for highlighting as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Item 1 

Introductory question text 
with superordinate question 
text implemented as a 998-
type-question  

Figure 8: Example of Unipark implementation of introductory text 
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Figure 9: Implementation of a question and answer categories 
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3.3. Multiple-response questions [Unipark question type: 121] 

3.3.1. Specific remarks 

• A blank line is placed manually between the introduction text and the superordinate 

question text. The question texts are formatted bold (not as headings). 

• As in the case of single-choice questions, items should start with a capital letter and, if they 

are full sentences, should end with a full stop. 

 

3.3.2. Example 

 

Figure 10: Example of a multiple-response question (vertical) 

 

3.3.3. Unipark implemetation 

 

Figure 11: Implementation of question text and instructions 
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Figure 12: Implementation of answer categories 

 

 

 

 

3.4. Open-ended questions (fields for text input) [Unipark question types: 141, 

142] 

3.4.1. Specific remarks 

Due to the limitations of the paper-and-pencil mode, there are restrictions on the number of open-

ended questions that we can integrate into one wave questionnaire and on the size of the text field 

provided for the answer. A typical open-ended question in a standardized questionnaire provides 

an answer field for single words or numbers (see Figure 13: Example of a numerical open-ended 

question and Figure 14: Example of a single-line open-ended question). The rule of thumb for longer 

open-ended questions is to provide a maximum of five lines in the answer field (see Figure 15: 

Example of a multiple-line open-ended question). 

The number of open-ended questions and the size of the textbox should be discussed with the 

project manager responsible for the wave. 

 

 

  

Implement the blank line as 
Inside title and fill in “&nbsp;” 

Set the text in italics with the 
html codes “<i>” and “</i>” and 

mark it as a missing value. 
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3.4.2. Examples 

 

Figure 13: Example of a numerical open-ended question 

 

 

Figure 14: Example of a single-line open-ended question 

 

 

Figure 15: Example of a multiple-line open-ended question 
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3.4.3. Unipark implementation 

 

Figure 16: Unipark implementation of an open-ended question 

 

 

3.5. Advanced questions – User defined [Unipark question type: 911] 

User-defined questions should be used only in exceptional cases. The questions must fit into the 

vertical alignment and must not cause any problems for smartphone or offline participants. The 

GESIS Panel Team has no resources to provide any support for user-defined questions. Please use 

only HTML, not JavaScript. 

 

 

4. Programming remarks 

 

• Variable name convention: The GESIS Panel Team will rename your variables according to 

the naming convention of the GESIS Panel. Variable names or labels may be either in English 

or in German. 

• If you are using a scale labeled with numbers, never use the value “0” as a variable code, 

even if the scale starts with “0”, because “0” is defined as a missing value in Unipark. Values 

should start with 1. You can label the value “1” as “0” (see example of a 

“single_choice_horizontal_0 scale” in the template). 

• Codes for missing data: Unipark has standard codes for missing data (-66, -77, and 0). These 

codes should not be changed in the online questionnaire submitted.
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5. Implementation of the “don’t know” category 

We do not recommend using a “don’t know” option. However, it may be used if it is a substantive 

category (in the case of knowledge questions) or for comparison purposes if a question is replicated 

from other survey. 

In vertical response lists, the “don’t know” category and similar “does not apply” categories that do not 

form part of the scale should be set in italics and be visually separated by a blank line. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Unipark implementation of the “don't know“ category 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Code “98” should be assigned to an explicitly offered “don’t know” category. The “don’t know” category 

should be marked in Unipark as a missing value. 

Implement the blank line as 
Inside title and fill in “&nbsp;” 

Set the text in italics with the 

html codes “<i>” and “</i>” and 
mark it as a missing value. 


